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 ABSTRACT
 
This project uses the constructivist approach to research
 
the phenomena of latchkey children. It looks first at the
 
history of child care in the United States and options for
 
child care used in other industrialized nations. Secondly,
 
unstructured interviews were used to identify the common
 
issues for latchkey children today. The information gath
 
ered illustrates the negative physical, psychological and
 
social effects of leaving children without supervision. The
 
informants also indicated that parents feel torn between the
 
legal deterrents of leaving children home alone and lack of
 
appropriate child care resources in their area when they
 
make the choice to leave their children unattended. Final
 
ly, child care options are explored that might help parents
 
in this child care bind.
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INTRODUCTION
 
In 1974^ a study by the U.S. Department of Labor found
 
that 27 million children (42% of all children under the age
 
of 18) had a mother who was either employed or seeking
 
employment. Twenty-five percent of these children were
 
below school age and would require child care. Another
 
Study pointed out that out of these mothers who were unem
 
ployed, 60% cited the lack of adequate child care as the
 
primary reason for not seeking employment (Wagner, 1976).
 
Women with children find child care a barrier to even become
 
eligible to enter the labor market. In 1994 the U.S. De
 
partment of Commerce issued a statistical abstract of the
 
United States in which the number of working mothers and
 
what types of child care arrangements they had, if any, for
 
their children. This abstract stated that in 1993 there
 
were over five million families headed by single working
 
mothers making an average weekly wage of $307. The abstract
 
also found that in 1991 nearly ten million children under
 
the age of five had a working mother- This number had
 
tripled since 1970 and nearly doubled since 1980. Out of
 
these ten million, only 23% attended organized child-Care
 
facilities. This means that over seven million pre-school
 
Children were cared for by •'other" means (US Dept. of Com
 
merce, 1994).
 
During the late 198Qs, Portland State University con
 
ducted a survey of female students with children and found
 
that a high niHaber dropped out because tliey could h find
 
satisfactory child care {Thprman; 1989). Those women in the
 
labor market often found it difficult to remain employed.
 
Westinghouse Learning Corporation conducted a study in 1977
 
of eiaployed women with iricpmes undei^ $8,000 who had at least
 
one Child under the age of nine, and found that 18% stopped
 
working because they could not afford satisfactory Child 
care,- .(■Thorman,' 1989). 
A survey done during the late 1980s of 1,470 parents 
employed in a communicatipn company indicated that 39% found 
it either difficult or very difficult to find child care, 
particularly if all they needed was before/after school care 
(Booth, 1992). A national sample of men and women in dual 
income households with children under the age of 12 reyealed 
that 40% had at least one breakdown in child care arrange 
ments in a three-month period. Twenty-seven percent pf the 
men and 24% of the women reported two to five ChiId care 
breakdowns during the same time period (Booth, 1992). These 
figures indicate that child care would be a source of stress 
for parents. In fact, the united Mito Workers in Toronto 
conducted a survey of its employees to identify the cause of 
indnstriai accidents and found that worry about child care 
was the single greatest cause of stress among assembly line 
workers (Thorman, 1989). Portland State University re 
searched the correlation between stre^ and child care 
arrangements* The research found that 35% of men and 46% of 
women were stressed over children if they had out of
 
the home child care arrahgements> eind 30% of men and 50% of
 
women reported stress if they had latchkey children, (left
 
home unattended). Not only were these parents under a great
 
deal of stress, they jeopardized their employment by arriv
 
ing late or leaving ea;rly (Booth, 1992).
 
In 1990 child care for school-aged children was orga­
nized as'vfollows;
 
Eleven percent attended a child care center, 7% were in
 
a family day-care program, 19% participated in after-school
 
sports or tutoring, 3% had non-relative child care in their
 
own homes and 2% had "other" arrangements. That leaves 58%
 
without any arrangements (Bboth, 1992).
 
A U.S. government survey of over 12 million children
 
under the age of 14 revealed that only 2% were in some form
 
of licensed child care and 8% were left on their own. When
 
reanalyzing these figures and looking at those only for the
 
elementary school-aged children, though, the percentage of
 
those left on their own was an alarming 41.5%! This same
 
survey found that guite a number of "cared for" children
 
were Supervised by oltier siblings Who were often kept out of
 
school to care for the younger ones, or elderly, disabled or
 
infirmed relatives. Some children were even drugged to
 
assure ease of care (Wagner, 1976).
 
Today parents have the responsibility to assure the
 
health and welfare of their children until such time as they
 
can care for themselves. The age that a is expected
 
to care for hiiti/herself has Increased over the years to
 
today's standard of age 21. But without adequate child care
 
and after school prograins, many well-meaning and responsible
 
parents leave children alone for many hours early in the
 
morning and late in the afternoon as they attempt to cycle
 
ih work while caring for their children. Some leave chil
 
dren home at night if work requires evening hours. The
 
impact of this is little researched and seldom discussed
 
professionally; probably because so many of us leave our
 
children alone, irrespective of income or status of work.
 
It is just very difficult to find affordable child care foi?
 
even the more affluent of our citizens.
 
Nowhere is the latchkey issue more pervasive than in
 
Southern Galifornia where parents travel great distances
 
between home and work. This is particularly true of the
 
High Desert area, which is the focus of this research pro
 
ject, where low-cost housing permits families to live more
 
affordably than in the more urban areas, but requires com
 
mutes of two hours or longer each way to work, eertainly
 
the psychological impact of such long commutes oh top of
 
already tiring work cannot be overlooked in any discussion
 
of the latchkey phenomena. Parents living in the Victor
 
Valley area must also deal with the lack of child care
 
resources in that area as well as the increasing crime rate
 
that might affect their children who are left home alone.
 
As will be noted in the following literature review,
 
states other than California as well as many countries
 
handle the issue of child care for working parents with
 
great skill, and child welfare advocates would do well to
 
study these established programs and implement the more^
 
feasible ones here in Southern California.
 
 LITERATURE REVIEW
 
Social programs which focused on children date back to
 
the early 1700s. In 1729 there was a private home estab
 
lished in New Orleans for mothers and children who were the
 
survivors of Indian massacres and small pox (Zinn, 1980).
 
In 1735, another visible group of children were targeted for
 
intervention, the abandoned street urchins. Statutes were
 
passed that permitted confiscation of neglected or abandoned
 
children to be "bound out" (Levine, 1992). The children of
 
this period were of little value to society. In fact, they
 
were more of a nuisance because they could not work as hard
 
as adults, required more care, and even with the proper
 
care, only half would live to adulthood (Skolnick, 1992).
 
During the 1830s, a larger portion of children were
 
recognized as having a need to be supervised. In 1835, the
 
Society for the Relief of Half Orphans and Destitute Chil
 
dren served the child care needs of the poor, working par
 
ents. The label "half orphaned" indicated that the children
 
were orphans only when their parents worked (Spodek, 1992).
 
Bernard Greenblatt created a program that protected children
 
from neglect in social welfare day care centers (Kahn,
 
1987). These day care centers served only the very young
 
because during this time of industrial revolution, children
 
worked along side of adults doing the same back-breaking
 
labor as soon as they were able (Day, 1989; Zinn, 1980).
 
In 1853, Charles Loring Brace founded the national.
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prxvate agency,§he Children's Aid Society. Brace studied
 
the "culture of poverty" and helped to develop the fields of
 
Child Welfare and Juvenile Justice. He influenced the
 
beginning of the era of child saving (Day, 1989; Kahn,
 
1987). goal of child saving was to protect the children
 
froa outsiders wtoile rehabilitating them through discipline
 
and obedience to aiithority (Day, 1989; Wollons, 1993; lie-­
vine, 1992). Some of the children were "saved" by placing
 
them in asylums while the majority were sent West to be
 
saved from perpetual poverty by being taught the Protestant
 
work ethic without the influence of their "imhtoral" parents.
 
During this crusade to save the children, over 50,000 were
 
taken from their parents and placed with strangers to work
 
without salaries. Standards or legal protectipn (Day, 1989;
 
Wollons, 1993). '
 
During the 1880s there was a social movement called the
 
settlement houses. Ih^ll House was one such settleinent
 
house. Although the main reason for establishing these
 
houses Was to enculthrate new immigrants to America, the
 
Wcrkers at Hull House wers Spending^ of time
 
finding services and goods for widows and deserted wonieh
 
with children. One such service provided was child care for
 
the childreh(who were too young to work) of working moth
 
ers. In 1889 this settlemeht house started its first kin
 
dergarten, then soon added clubs and classes for older
 
childreh (Trolander, 1975; Addaras, 1910).
 
 Child savers like Miriam Van Waters promoted a pro
 
longed childhood, one through adolescence that should be
 
state protected (Wollons, 1993). Sigmund Freud pioneered
 
the "child's world" during the post-civil war period*
 
supported the tact that children were, indeed/different
 
from ddults/ and they had epecial needs (Papalia, 1990; Day,
 
1989). These dhild savers believed that children needed
 
protection from abuse, neglect and dependence, fhe spciety
 
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children was founded by
 
Henry Bergh in isys, in response to the landmark case of
 
severely abused Mary Ellen, who had to be protected under
 
the sanctions for the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty
 
to Animals (Day, 1989; Levine, 1992).
 
^ this era the child savers convinced
 
the government, both at the state and federal level, that
 
children needed to be protected because they were the future
 
of the country. The result was the formation of the Nation
 
al Federation of Day Nurseries in 1898. The purpose of this
 
agency was to regulate child care. Also, in 1899, in Illi
 
nois, the first juvenile court of law in the nation was
 
established. This court "Regulated the treatment and con
 
trol of dependent, neglected and delinquent children under
 
the age of 16" (Day, 1989).
 
In 1909, there was a Wtite Kguse conference that fd-r
 
cused on the care of dependent children. It was recognized
 
that large numbers of children were institutionalized be­
cause ntothers^^ w^^ forced to work to support their families.
 
From this conference came the first Mother's Pe to
 
encourage mothers to stay home because "home life is the
 
highest and finest product of civilization. It is the great
 
molding force of mind and character. |And] chiIdren should
 
not deprived of it except fon urgent and cbmpeilihg
 
reasons (Bremner, 1974)." Later, in 1912, President Howard
 
Taft created the Children's Bureau. Research done by rhe
 
Children's Bureau found that the mortality rate decreased as
 
the earnings of the head of the household increased, so long
 
as the child was not deprived of a "mother's Care" {Bremner,
 
■ 1974). ' ■■■ ■ 
a ''mother's care" while mothens had to^^^ w
 
public nurseries were established. These first pubidc
 
nursery schools were considered a supplement, not a replace
 
ment, for home care (Spodek, 1992). By 1921, the infant
 
mortality rate had been reduced from 124 pen 10,000 in 1912
 
to t6 per 10,000 live births (Bremner, 1974). The child
 
savers of this era focused on the "normal" child and saw
 
public nursery schools as a way of teaching children to
 
conform to society's norms (Wollons, 1993). By 1929, there
 
were 12 industrial day-care programs in the U.S. (Spodek,
 
1992).
 
President Herbert Hoover, during the Depression Era,
 
supported the child saving movement. In 1930 he held a
 
conference on Child Health and Protection to discuss the
 
issues affecting the children during his tenure; education,
 
health, welfare and protection in the light of increasing
 
poverty (Bremner, 1974; Wollons, 1993). To iliustrate the
 
decrease in income for families of this time period, between
 
1929 and 1933 two-thirds of all families realized a re^te­
tion of income by at least 20% and half by at least 30%.
 
The average annual income of the working class was between
 
$500 and $1,750 (Bremner, 1974).
 
During the 1930s, the Works Progress Administration
 
(WPA) promoted child saving through hot lunch programs in
 
public schools and supported local day nurseries. The
 
support of the day nurseries was not aS altruistic as it
 
might seem, though> because the focus for the necessity of
 
these nurseries was that they would proyide much needed
 
employment for adults first, and day care for children
 
second (Bremner, 1974; Wollons, 1993)v By 1938, child labor
 
was outlawed. This put a hardship on workirtg mothers. Not
 
only would they be losing the income of their oldet chil
 
dren, but now they were also responsible for their child
 
care expenses. In response to this plight, the federal
 
government allowed the Social Security Act to match state
 
funds for mothers with dependent children (Zinn, 1980).
 
During WWII, the labor force lost 32 million men to the
 
war effort and the War Manpower Commission told women that
 
they must work for the good of the country. In 1942, the
 
War Manpower Commission contacted the Federal Office of
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Defense, Health and Welfare ServiGes coordinate federal
 
assistance to help pay for the necessary child care so the
 
women could enter the labor force fhll time. Four hundred
 
thousand dollars was quickly transferred from the Presi
 
dent's Emergency Fund for federal services and grants.
 
However, there was one stipulation: none of the money was
 
to be used toward the operation costs of child care centers
 
(Bremner, 1974; Day, 1989; Zinn, 1980).
 
The following year the Lanham Act was approved. It
 
matched local funds to build more day care facilities (Day,
 
1989). This act was a shift in national policy to societal
 
responsibility for child care (Spodek, 1992). During the
 
funded period, these centers served 100,000 children, and
 
were open 24-hours per day, everyday. They provided an
 
infirmary for the sick and even a meal for tired mothers to
 
take home at a low price. These centers, while doing a
 
wonderful job, were limited; only 10% of the children need
 
ing these services actually received them (Spodek, 1992).
 
The Day Care of Children of Working Mothers Conference,
 
in 1945, addressed this lag in available services. The
 
conference noted that many children were being left home
 
alone or in locked and parked cars while the mothers worked.
 
Some were left with neighbors, grandparents, older siblings
 
or other relatives because there was no other child care
 
available for them (Bremner, 1974). Speakers addressed the
 
fact that although 1.6 million children utilized federally­
funded 4a|y 0a3?e fabili^^ and ntorsefy sc&dis> not
 
enough; more should be done, especially for those ChiIdren
 
under the age of two. Government interventibn seemed to
 
have suCcessfully brought down the infant mortaiity rate by
 
1945 to 20.7 per 10,000 from a high of 124 per 10,000, and
 
it was argued that increased funding could bfing it down
 
•^eVen:turther':f-iBremner,^;tS74i'.- ■ 
The suggestions of this commission, though, fell on
 
deaf ears because with the war over, there was no longer a
 
need for mothers to Work. The request for $30 million to
 
continue day care assistance was denied. In 1946, the
 
Commission tried again and was granted $20 million for child
 
care assistance. It was stipulated that the money could not
 
be used to build the much needed new child care facilities
 
(Day, 1989). During the 1950s, scientific research was used
 
to "discourage" mothers from entering the labor force. John
 
Bowlby'su^®search on ^ i^t^uhmeht with brphans reared in
 
institutions after l^II was used, out of context, to note
 
that children receiving care from sources other than the1^
 
own mother would be gravely emotionally handicapped (Day,
 
1989; Kahn, 1987; Odon, 1990). Although i^men supported
 
their men during WWII, the Working mpthers of the 1950s were
 
stigmatized as "bad" mothers for damaging their children.
 
This stigmatization legitimized the removal of federal fund
 
ing for child care. Mothers lost everything they had worked
 
so hard to gain over the past decades (Richardson, 1993).
 
During the 1960s> the gpverOT^ realized that the
 
needs of GhiidrSn were going unmet and, therefore, invested
 
money on child development research, school lunch programs,
 
juvenile delinquency programs and advocated for the expan
 
sion of children's rights in the social security system.
 
The 1964 congress passed the Economic Opportunity Act which
 
included funding for Head Start and Job Corps to show the
 
concern it had for the children of the nation (Wollons,
 
1993).
 
These changes, though, did not simply evolve out of the
 
stagnation of the 1950s. There was much upheaval. There
 
were 250 legal service organizations (1,800 lawyers) who
 
initiated 25,000 cases per year to shake up the government
 
and public service agencies (Day, 1989). Feminists pres
 
sured the government as well, stating that there could be no
 
equal employment until child care was accessible to all
 
(Richardson, 1993). The discovery of the "Battered Child
 
Syndrome" by C. Henry Kempe prompted the Children's Bureau
 
and the Women's Bureau to promote the protection of children
 
at risk thrbugh day care programs (Wollons, 1993). There
 
was a study that looked at neglect which found that an
 
appalling 400,000 children linder tl^^ ^ 9® of twelve spent
 
several hours daily unsuperyised(Bremner, 1974).
 
During the 1970s there was a stagnation and even a
 
regression in the recognition child care services as com
 
pared to the progress of the 1960s. There was some recogni­
tion, though, of the need of child protection during this
 
period. In 1973 the Child Abuse Prevehtion and freatment
 
Act was passed. This brought all states up to a miniinum
 
level of intervention in abuse cases (Wollons, 1993).
 
Later, Title XX of the Social security Act mandated proteG­
tive services, and by 1978 all states had mandated services
 
that complied With both policies (Levine, 1992). It was
 
during this time that the Children's Defense Fund, a private
 
organization, became a voice for abused children.
 
Child cere was still an issue during the 1970s. The
 
federal budget contributed 75% through AFDC to supplement
 
the state's 25% to pay for, license and monitor private and
 
public day care facilities (Day, 1989). The underlying
 
reason for such extravagance was that it was more cost
 
effective to subsidize child care than to pay for foster
 
care for those children removed due to neglect (McGowan,
 
1983). For those parents who did not qualify for subsidized
 
child care, congress passed a tax deduction for child care
 
services (Spodek, 1992).
 
During the 1980s the need for child care for the chil
 
dren of working mothers could no longer be ignored. The
 
rising number of female-headed hbusehold combined with tl^e
 
reality that families headed by Women were more likely to
 
1ive in poverty, suggested a growing number of families on
 
the welfare rolls. The Women's Political Caucus announced
 
that the increased cost of child care and the decreased
 
number of child care facilities was forcing growing numbers
 
of mothers to turn to welfare as an alternative to working
 
(Thorman, 1989). The primary objective of child care policy
 
during the 1980s was to maximize the funding for child care
 
to force mothers into the labor force and alleviate any
 
future welfare costs (McGowan, 1983).
 
The acknowledgement of child care needs initiated a
 
succession of changes at the federal level. The Department
 
of Health, Education and Welfare Day Care Regulrements
 
(HEWDCR), formerly the Federal Interagency Day Care Require'­
ments (FIDCR), set minimal standards for federally-funded
 
child care programs. These were eliminated in 1981 when
 
OBRA (Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act) passed and Title XX
 
was turned into the Social Services Block Grant (SSBG).
 
Establishing and maintaining a child care program became
 
complex since these changes stressed decentralization,
 
deregulation and the privatization of child care p^r^^
 
Choosing appropriate child care became complex as well.
 
Parents could not rely on government guidelines to assure
 
child care standards because, by 1984, 33 states had lowered
 
child care standards and reduced inspection of service
 
programs. Some states required that a provider merely
 
register and give verbal assurance that tliey would provide
 
minimum standards. Parents were now in charge of quality
 
control (Kahn, 1987). This was very frustrating for parents
 
because, on one hand the government demanded a high standard
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of child care if the mother was working, and this took
 
funding; and on the other hand, the government was forcing
 
women into the labor force without adequate child care
 
available to them, regardless of the cost (Skolnick, 1992).
 
The confusion and frustration of parents regarding
 
child care was not addressed again until 1990. This was
 
when President Bush signed the Federal Child Care Bill.
 
This was the first substantial federal aid package for child
 
care since the 1950s. It provided $2.5 billion for new
 
federal child care, block grant funds, provisions to protect
 
children in child care and funds and tax relief to help low
 
income families afford child care (Spodek, 1992).
 
It took all these changes from the time of our coun
 
try's founding to recognize and deal with the invisible
 
population of latchkey children. During the i980s two noted
 
programs evolved out of parental frustration and confusion
 
over having to leave their children home alone. Minnesota
 
developed 19 latchkey programs. These were before/after
 
school. Summer, weekend and holiday child care programs that
 
provided care for children during normal work hours on
 
school grounds. Each of the 19 programs was run by a well-

qualified director, a small staff and some part-time person
 
nel.
 
A second program in Austin, Texas served children up to
 
the sixth grade. This program used 34 elementary school
 
sites to serve students whose parents worked or were in a
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job training program. Children participated in physical
 
activities and had tutoring available. Some of the staff
 
was recruited from local colleges. The cost per child was
 
adjusted to the parent's income on a sliding scale (Kahn,
 
1987; Thorman, 1989).
 
Presently there is a local program sponsored by the
 
Family Service Association of Western Riverside County that
 
offers child care for the community. This is called the
 
Rubidoux Child Care Center. This facility cares for in
 
fants, preschool and school aged children (37 infants, 32
 
pre-school, 60 school aged). Fees are based on type and
 
hours of care and can be subsidized for eligible families.
 
The staff is highly qualified in early childhood development
 
and their continuing education is encouraged (Betro, 1995).
 
When researching child care programs at the interna
 
tional level, one notices that most countries struggle with
 
the issues of child care in much the same way that we do in
 
the U.S. For example, Japan, which did not address child
 
care issues until 1944, has two types of child care that are
 
regulated by the government; Public centers that are funded
 
by the regional government and municipalities, and Industry
 
sponsored programs. The public centers charge parents fees
 
according to income. The Ministry of Health and Welfare
 
requires that the staff and teachers have at least a four-

year degree and that their assistants have two years of
 
college education. The child to staff ratio specified by
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the Ministry is 1 to 6 for children under the age of two, 1
 
to 20 for those age three and 1 to 30 for those over the age
 
of four. The second type of program was put into effect to
 
fill in the gaps Of service for the children on waiting
 
lists. These centers receive no government funding, but are
 
responsible for the same standards as the public centers.
 
There are occasions, though, that the local government will
 
partially fund the construction of these centers (Thorman,
 
1989).
 
France is another country that addresses child care in
 
ways different from the U.S. These a1so differ from those
 
in Japan in that participation in each program depends bn
 
the age of the child, not the employment status of the
 
parent. Child care is free to all parents and is governmeht
 
funded. The first child Gareexperiehbe for a French child
 
is in a creche (French for cradle). This is a neighbothood^
 
based, governmeht regulated program that serves children
 
between the ages of six weeks and three years, The emphasis
 
is on physical care, health and safety of children. All
 
staff are required to have completed two years of college
 
education. The staff to child ratio is 1 to 6. FrOm ages
 
three to six, children attend bcole maternelles, where the
 
emphasis is on social and cognitive development. These are
 
usually located near or on school grounds (Thorman, 1989).
 
Finland has a child care program that is not under
 
government control. The earliest form of child care in
 
Finland dates back to 1883 but was not available to working
 
parents until the 1950s and 1960s. The staff of these
 
facilities are required to have at least one year of spe
 
cialty traihing before employitteht. The majority of the cost
 
of child care in this country is carried by the municipali
 
ty, with the state paying one-third and the parents paying
 
the cost of the child's food (Thorraan, 1989).
 
Child care centers in Sweden are regulated by the
 
National Board of Health and Welfare, All children in the
 
country are eligible, but priority placement is given to
 
those of unmarried parents. The purpose of each program is
 
to promote a child's personal development and social adjust
 
ments. There is a high staff to child ratio that differs
 
according to the age of the child. Nursery school teachers
 
are required to study at a state college for two years, and
 
children's nurses must complete a one-term course plus a 34­
week practicum. All child care ihstructors are expected to
 
have three years of specialty training. The cost of child
 
care is split: one-fourth state and three-fourths munici
 
pality with the parents paying whatever they can afford,
 
depending on income (Thorman, 1989).
 
other countries have institutionalized child care
 
programs that have operated successfully for many years. It
 
should be noted that the most successful ones have put the
 
welfare of the chiId above that of the parent and beyond
 
dollar value. Attention in those countries is paid to the
 
quality of care>regara^
 
Sheila Kamerman, the author of Parenting in an Unre
 
sponsive Society T1980V, testified before a congressional
 
coiniaittee about the need for institutional child care ser
 
vices for children at ieast through the age of nine. She
 
pointed out that significant numbers of children under the
 
age Of nine are left to care for themselves. She expXained
 
that this situation was highly correlated with increased
 
incidents of household accidents, over exposure to televi
 
sion, improper nutrition, obesity and exposure to drugs.
 
She offered school centered child care before and after
 
school as a positive alternative for these children (Thor­
man, 1989). ■ 
This need was noticed earlier, during the 1950s, by
 
N6rtonW.Grubb and Marvin Eazerso when they conducted a
 
case study of California children's centers. They found
 
that sixty percent of the families served were single-par
 
ent, female-headed households. The study attempted to
 
support the need for all-day care centers for pre-school
 
children and after school care for elementary school chil
 
dren (Kahn, 1987). Given the current growth rate, demogra
 
phers project that the population of children under the age
 
of six will be 22.5 million and 30.6 million between the
 
ages of six and thirteeh, by 1995. If those figures are
 
combined with the fact that presently two out of every three
 
children under the age of six and three out of every four
 
Ghiidren beitween the ages of six and thirteen have a working
 
mother, then about 38 million children will need some form
 
of child care in 1995 (Booth, 1992).
 
Presently California is at the forefront of government
 
intervehtion in child care services. When the gaps in
 
service are recognized, the state takes action. The first
 
grants for chiId care assistance were made in 1986, after a
 
compromise between Democratic legislators and the Republican
 
governor to link "extended day care services" to the work-

training program, GAIN. Later, in October of 1990, both
 
federal and state legislation passed assist to low- and
 
moderate-income working families with child care by increas
 
ing the supply as well as the quality of child care programs
 
(Booth, 1992).
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RATIONALE FOR THE RESEARCH
 
T^ affordability bf cbiid care ser
 
vices greatly influences the latchkey phenoiaena. Children
 
who have these services do not go home alone, and they are
 
supervised until their parents come home. When we look at
 
our history, we see that there was nevet enough chilA^c
 
services, affordable or otherwise, and parents were forced
 
to take extreme measures to supplement those services so
 
they could work and provide for the family unit. These
 
measures include locking their children in parked cars,
 
keeping older children out of school to watch the younger
 
ones, and even drugging their children to ensure they slept
 
through the night while the parents worked. These parents
 
risked, as are many parents today, legal penalties because
 
they had no access to adult supervised care for their chil
 
dren.
 
There is very little research on the effects of the
 
latchkey phenomena on children. But if we look at the
 
environment of the U.S. in the 1990s, we can predict a poor
 
prognosis for the emotional and physical health of the next
 
generation. Our children are growing up in a world of
 
instant gratification. Everything around them tells them
 
that they should have the best and that they should have it
 
now. They get that message from parents who must both work
 
to bring the material needs into the home that sbciety
 
dictates are right..'
 
They interface with computers and video games. They
 
eat microwaved meals out Of throw-away cardboard boxes.
 
They have few friends because they cannot leave the safety
 
of their home with its burglar alarms and window bars. Even
 
if they did go outside, they would not stay long, because
 
there is an increase in gang activity in neighborhoods and
 
an increase in violent crime. There is little opportunity
 
for physical activity because funding for school based and
 
community based programs are constantly being cut, so the
 
child entertains him-herself with talk shows that talk about
 
how simple it is to make a bomb from household items. They
 
explore the internet system and find a curiosity called
 
CyborSex, and play this new game. They go through their
 
parents' bathroom cabinets and find some pretty pills that
 
help their parents to relax at night and have enough energy
 
to face the day in the morning. They wonder what one or two
 
taste like and try some...they want to be just like their
 
parents. They are lonely and cannot wait to grow up and
 
have children, and they promised themselves that their
 
children will never. never feel abandoned like they do right
 
now.
 
Children are the most important resource of the human
 
race. The fact that we, in this progressive country, have
 
latchkey children shows how little value is placed on this
 
resource. When parents leave their children home alone they
 
must deal with several issues. They must worry about the
 
safety of their children. They should be cbhcerhed about
 
the sources of socialization that their children have access
 
to. They wonder about the future emotional and physical
 
health of their children. And they fear legal consequences
 
for leaving the children unsupervised. Parents have finan
 
cial reasons for not using available serviceSf but some
 
children are left home because there are no services avail
 
able at any cost. This research project will explore some
 
of these issues.
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THE RESEARCH
 
While the problem^^ p experience in child care is
 
universal, the latchkey phenomena is unique to each communi
 
ty where it is found. The predisposing factors as well as
 
the available resources surrounding this issue will differ
 
from community to community. Consequently, it was felt that
 
a constructivist paradigm would be the best fit when analyz
 
ing this social issue.
 
The goal of the researcher is to gather and share
 
information and perhaps set the stage for future networking,
 
not to plan a social action or a political statement, nor is
 
it biased by any specific ideology, as required by the
 
critical paradigm. Rather it is open to all points of view.
 
Although this project is not critically based, the research
 
er can foresee this project as the basis for a future criti
 
cal research project that would give a voice to the latchkey
 
children and their families. It is not unusual for con
 
structivist research projects to precede a social action,
 
according to Erlandson (1993).
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METHODQtvOGV
 
Befbri^ data collectibn began, informants
 
cKbsen. They were a Gonvenienbe sample of people who, in
 
the researcher's opinion, would have very differing opinions
 
about the latchkey phefiomena. The demographic iftfofmatioh
 
and dest'ription Of each informant are discussed as the
 
informant information is identified in the next section.
 
of the research process, six key infor
 
mants explored the reasons for and the conseguences of the
 
latchkey phenomena from their unigue point of view. The
 
researcher shared these points of view with the other infor
 
mants and encouraged them to incorporate this new informa
 
tion into their point of view of the issues discussed. The
 
informants also had the opportunity to discuss what they
 
felt could be done to help latchkey children. As this
 
information was shared, possible barriers to these options
 
were ■ .■■discussed, 
This research project proceeded through three succes 
sive phases of inquiry. Phase one was the orientation and 
overview, and was accomplished during the first meeting with 
the informant. During this phase, the researcher prepared 
the informant for the type of research being done. It began 
with a description of what constructivist research was and a 
discussion of the goals of this project. Informants were 
told that their names would be held confidential, but that 
the information given to the researcher regarding their 
viewpoints wouid be shared among the other participahts.
 
The informants were given a choice of whether or not to
 
have the interview audio taped. The researcher explained
 
that a taped interview would lend the highest degree of
 
accuracy to the data. The researcher assure<3 the informants
 
that if the interview was taped, the tape would be erased
 
after the interview had been transcribed and the written
 
information approved by them. The researcher then went over
 
the Statement of Informed Consent form (Appendix 1), and the
 
informant signed it.
 
During phase two, the focused exploration, data collec
 
tion began. This phase occurred in the first interview.
 
The data was collected in an unstructured interview. The
 
researcher began each interview with the informant's defini
 
tion of latchkey child. From that point on the interview
 
flowed to cover the following issues: (1) What age does a
 
child need some form of child care while the parent(s) is
 
away from the home? The literature on this issue is vague.
 
Throughout history children were left home alone or caring
 
for others vi^en they were mature enough to do so. Even
 
though there are laws today that protect children from
 
neglect and abandonment, law enforcement and CPS arbitrarily
 
enforce them depending on the age of the child and the
 
context in which he/she is left alone. (2) What safety
 
hazards should parents worr^ and how can they avoid
 
them? The literature reflects that children who are unsu­
pervised have an increased risk for accidents, but there are
 
no specific accidents mentioned. Given the social environ
 
ment of the 1990s, parents not only worry about the child
 
experimenting with household items and appliances in the
 
home and having an accident, parents also worry if the child
 
will get hurt coming home from school. There could also be
 
the concern of a child's reaction in case of an emergency,
 
and this could be dependent on the child's age and level of
 
maturity. (3) How does the financial situation of the
 
parent(s) influence whether or not the family has access to
 
child care? Since the first child care programs were put
 
into place, the cost of care made it inaccessible to many
 
families, and the government would have to help those fami
 
lies. In the present time, when the cost of living is so
 
high and the regulations for child care providers are so
 
stringent, the working poor have barely enough to survive,
 
and cannot hope to afford the outrageous cost of child care.
 
(4) What legal deterrents are there from leaving a child
 
unsupervised? There are some deterrents, but they are not
 
consistently enforced, and therefore, parents take the risk
 
of leaving their children home. The literature shows that
 
child savers have historically tried to protect children
 
from abuse and neglect, but their intervention was not
 
always in the best interest of the child or the family.
 
(5) What are the sources of socialization available to
 
latchkey children? The literature addresses child care
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centers as a place where society could socialize children to
 
respect autliority and learn that work was good, but it did
 
not address the socialization of a child home alone. The
 
child home alone gets his/her socialization from their
 
environment, be it electronic or human. Parents can only
 
have control over the socialization that they expose their
 
children to when they are home. (6) What are the possible
 
psychological side effects of abandoning a child several
 
hours a day? The literature addresses attachment problems
 
for children raised away from their mother's, but it does
 
not talk about the effects of "aloneness" on children.
 
Given the social environment of today, one would imagine
 
that children left alone would be much more fearful of
 
strangers and crime. One would also presume that children
 
left without human contact and who were fearful would need
 
comfort, but could trust no one to comfort them, and there
 
fore, they would have relationship problems later in life.
 
These children would normalize being alone and might create
 
functional and dysfunctional coping strategies for their
 
situation. (7) What are some unique issues for latchkey
 
children in the Victor Valley area? This area has some
 
unique qualities that will be addressed later that lead to a
 
special set of circumstances for the families that live
 
there.■, 
These areas were brought out in each interview thrgugfh 
open ended questions. Associated information was shared and 
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 discussed during this second phase of inquiry.
 
Iminediately after each interview, the researcher ana
 
lyzed the data collected. Several days later, the informant
 
was presented with their paraphrased description of the
 
latchkey phenomena. The informant was allowed to go over
 
the information and make any changes necessary. When the
 
information was approved, the researcher progressed to the
 
next key informant. The information gathered from each
 
informant was shared with each successive subject until each
 
of the six informants had a chance to comment on the issue.
 
The continual analysis of the data between interviews
 
allowed the researcher to identify themes surrounding the
 
latchkey phenomena. These themes helped to focus successive
 
interviews as well as assist the researcher when coding the
 
data.
 
The third phase of this project was the member check of
 
the data. The researcher allowed for two separate reviews
 
of data by the respondents to ensure accuracy of the data.
 
The first review was in the short face to face meeting with
 
each informant for approval of the information gathered.
 
The second review occurred after all the interviews were
 
complete. At that time each informant reviewed and was
 
allowed to revise their initial statement after they had a
 
chance to reflect on the pther perspectives of all of the
 
informants.
 
During the final interview, the researcher debriefed 
^ ■ 3.0' 
each participant with a written statement as well as a
 
clpsing interview which encouraged the participant to ex
 
plore any discomfort about the topic. (See Appendix 2)
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THE RESEARCH PROCESS
 
The following is a description of the six informants in
 
the order that they were interviewed.
 
Informant #1
 
The first informant was a child care specialist at a
 
social service agency. She grew up during the 60s and felt
 
that it was good for mothers to work and support their
 
children. She raised her children as a single parent and
 
found it necessary to leave them home alone at times. She
 
had a good social network as she was raising her children
 
and often made arrangements with other parents to get the
 
neighborhood children to and from after school activities.
 
She expressed some guilt over leaving her children home
 
alone because she remembered how she felt lonely and aban
 
doned as a latchkey child. As the child care specialist in
 
her office, she hears the frustration of parents of school
 
aged children in the high desert area over its lack of
 
resources. She has a four-year college degree and was very
 
articulate on this topic.
 
Informant #2
 
The second informant was a social service practitioner,
 
at a social service agency. He was a candidate for his
 
doctorate degree in psychology, and has a long work history
 
with Child Protective Services. He is presently married and
 
has two children, one in school and one in child care. The
 
school aged child does come home on his own and is alone for
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ajfew hours per iuforroant grew up duriug 4Qs
 
as the youugesfc of three sons of at Mdow. He shared that he
 
was a latchkey child from the age of three to fifteen while
 
his mother worked factory and waitress jobs. This man
 
remembered a time when he was five-years old when his moth
 
er, an orphan herself, copteittplated sending him and his
 
brothers to an orphan^Qie because the burden of raising the
 
boys was too much for her to bare. He spoke of how torn she
 
felt when she interviewed a perspective orphanage. He also
 
noted his relief when she held him and promised to keep the
 
family together, even though She would have to work very
 
hard and probably see very little of her sons. At the end
 
of our initial interview, he said:
 
"Children are born and they move out. For those
 
parents who have latchkey children, the interim is
 
spent worrying and their energy is not used to
 
enjoy their children's development, and time goes
 
too fast. They have no time to pause and
 
Informant #3
 
The third informant was a political representative in
 
the Victor Valley area. She was brought up during the 50s
 
by a single parent. She expressed concern over the degener
 
ation of family values today. She also noted that she
 
raised her child as a single parent, and had at times left
 
her home alone. She left her home alone rarely, making
 
specific after-school plans for her daughter to ensure that
 
she would not have to be alone. At the end of our inter
 
view, she shared that she too had grown up as a latchkey
 
child. She was the oldest of three and was regularly left
 
to care for her younger siblings.
 
Informant #4
 
The fourth informant was a child care specialist for a
 
county social service agency. He had been in this position
 
for less than one year. He had a four-year degree in an
 
thropology. He had strong background in psychology as his
 
past employment included several years in mental health
 
facilities. He was brought up during the 50s and had a
 
strong belief that traditional family was best for raising a
 
child. As he grew up, his mother stayed home while his
 
father worked full-time. He was a single man, never mar
 
ried, and has no children. He told the researcher that
 
employment of women created the dual income family, which in
 
turn led to the destruction of the family unit. He also
 
said that the destruction of the family unit, the basic unit
 
of society, would ultimately lead to the disintegration of
 
our society.
 
Informant #5 ■ 
The fifth informant was a student. She had a four-year
 
degree in psychology and had several years of experience in
 
the mental health field. She was Latina and raised during
 
the 50s as a latchkey chiId. She raised her three chiIdren
 
as a single parent during the 70s. She shared her bad
 
experiences with child care that led to her choice to leave
 
her children home alone while she worked and went to school.
 
She recalled a time when her son, then very young, was
 
beaten with a razor strap by his child care provider for
 
punishraent. She also remembered that this same provider
 
made her children sleep in a room without heat and would not
 
allow the children to eat the meals she had packed for them.
 
These experiences led her to trust no one but family members
 
to care for her children. She also stated to the researcher
 
that in the past She had organized and implemented a program
 
for homeless children in the shelter where she worked. This
 
program linked the elders of the area with the children of
 
the shelter. The elderly were encouraged to do activities
 
with these children. She shared that this program was so
 
stimulating for the elders that they put together a Christ
 
mas ptogram for the children of the shelter.
 
Informant #6
 
The sixth, and final, informant was a married housewife
 
and mother of one. She grew up in the south during the 50s.
 
Her father was a "gentleman farmer" and her mother worked
 
odd jobs. Her grandmother lived in the home with her family
 
and they provided child care until she died. She was an
 
adolescent when this happened. She shared that her adoles
 
cence was a lonely time, because she felt abandoned. She
 
has a graduate degree in psychology which she worked on for
 
many years while her daughter was in school. She has seldom
 
worked butside of the home feeling it was the duty of a wife
 
to take care of home and hearth. She indicated that she
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felt that the housewife has lost credibility in this day and
 
age of dual income families and that children are suffering.
 
She shared this story with the researcher;
 
"Raising a child is like teaching them to swim.
 
Each parent has their own way of doing it. Some
 
parents are like me. They get in the pool with
 
their child and support them until they can float
 
and feel safe when the parent's hands are no lon
 
ger underneath them. Those parents want to make
 
sure that the child does not drown then nor in the
 
future. Other parents push their child into the
 
deep end and watch to see if they come up. If the
 
child does not come up in a while, the parent goes
 
in after them and lets them try again. Then there
 
are the parents who throw their child into the
 
middle of the pool and walk away before they know
 
if their child has even come up, not caring wheth
 
er they do or not. The latter parents take a
 
great risk. They hope that their child will
 
struggle on their own to the surface and come out
 
of the pool feeling proud of themselves. But they
 
risk that the child might make it out of the pool
 
but he/she refuses to ever jump in the pool again,
 
out of fear. They also risk the death of their
 
child. The latchkey child has parents similar in
 
attitude to the latter two parents."
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VICTOR VALLEY DEMOGRAPHIGS
 
Because t:he issues pert^aiaing to the Victor Valley area
 
wil1 be addressed by the inforinants in this research, the
 
demographics of the area will be important when considering
 
their responses. The following information comes from a
 
1993 survey spbnsored by the Besert Comiaunities llhited Way.
 
The household income for 80% of the residents in the area
 
was $50,000 or below and 26% had an annual income of
 
$15,000. The ethnic breakdown of the area is: 73.6 Anglo,
 
12.8% Latino, 4% African American, 2% Native American, 1.6%
 
Asian American and 6% other. The top eight issues that
 
effect the Victor Valley residents are: Poverty, crime,
 
drug abuse, unaffordable housing, inadequate public trans
 
portation, a shortage of recreation facilities, gang activi
 
ty and lack of AIDS awareness, in that order.
 
One of the informants compared the living conditions in
 
some of the more remote areas of the Victor Valley area to
 
the areas of Appalachia or the impoverished Native American
 
reservations in South Dakota, places he had worked in in the
 
past. Another described the awareness of neighbors for each
 
other as similar to that of neighbors in the cities during
 
the 1950s. The researcher has seen families living in sub
 
standard conditions, in travel trailers or broken down cars,
 
without utilities or access to sanitary toilet facilities.
 
She has seen case managers refuse to take on these families
 
because they were "doing okay" and there were "no services
 
to offer them anyway."
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Even though each informant came frpm very different
 
backgrounds and had different life experiences, there were
 
several areas of agreement abont tlie definitiont of a latch
 
key child. A latchkey child is a child, usually of school
 
age, who is left alone for several hours a day while parents
 
wof:k or go to School, lat-chkey children are usiially from
 
single parent families^ but could be from dual parent fami
 
lies if they both work. One iriformant brought Out that the
 
ago of the child could go below school age, if older sib
 
lings were caring for the child. Other informants added
 
that these families were usually low income and that the
 
parent worked for t^ of the family.
 
In the interview, the age of a child requiring adult
 
supervision was addressed next. Each of the informants
 
agreed that from birth to age ten, all children Should have
 
some form of adult supervisipn at all times. Two informants
 
thoiight t^^® ^9® extended to age 13 and one
 
thought 17 was better. Of those who did not think supervi
 
sion was necessary up to age 17, four thought that ledving
 
the child unattended for periods of time would depend on the
 
maturity level of t^® bhildr and one thought that should be
 
extended to age 18.
 
All of the informants agreed that the age of the child
 
did not guarantee maturity because some children are mature
 
at an early age and some children never achieve maturity.
 
They also agreed that the degree of parental comfort with
 
leaying a child at home alone increased with age. The
 
respohdehts, who were also parents, added that safetY issues
 
affected younger children while peer pressure affected older
 
children. One informant, the one without chiIdren, stated
 
that the intensity of supervision of children should de
 
crease with the age of the ciiild, Jwt ^^^t they should have
 
some sort of supervision until emancipation. One informant
 
stated t^at after the age Of twelve, a child could be left
 
in Charge of younger chiidr^^ long as there was regular
 
parental contact. There was a warning by two of the infor
 
mants that children left in charge of younger ones could
 
become parentified and resentful of responsibility later in
 
life. All of the informants agreed that it was difficult to
 
acOept that preschool children were ever left unattended,
 
but they did realize that it was not so uncommon.
 
The informants all stated that there were legal issues
 
in leaving children home alone that parents violated. The
 
most common worry for parents was the involvement of law
 
enforcement or Child Protective Services (CPS) because the
 
child was left unsUpervised; The two informants with a CPS
 
background named Penal Code 271 as the means for law en
 
forcement involvement. This code states that parents of
 
Children dnder the age of 14 may not desert the child in any
 
place with the intention of abandoning the child. These two
 
informants also named the Welfare and Institutions Code 300
 
as the means for CPS irevolvement. This code states that
 
if a minor suffers or id lihelY to suffer physical harm or
 
illness because the pareht or guardian neglects to protect
 
the minor, the minor can and will be taken into Custody as
 
long as It is necessary tb protect the minor.
 
The two child care specialists stated that these codes
 
are arbitrhriiyaOted upon dnd action depended on the age of
 
the child left alone. One informant stated that these legal
 
deterrents were hot strOng enough to keep her from leaving
 
her children home alone, but they were strong enough for her
 
to not allow her children to leave the home when she was not
 
there.
 
During thelinterviews/ there was also a discussion
 
about the financial issues that influence families to choose
 
to leave their children home aione. Each of the informants
 
agreed that when a family's survival needs were not being
 
met, the luxury Of child care is unaffordable. One infor
 
mant stated that child care, even by friends and family, is
 
not free; one must pay in time or money. The single mothers
 
Stated that the money made by working is sO nOcessary for
 
survival that it is worth the risk of leaving their children
 
home alonO. Two of the iriforinants noted that in a dual-

parent family, both parents should not have to work, but
 
thmt t^ey are (iriv^ cost of living and to work to
 
attain material goods as well as to pay the cost of the
 
health and welfare of their children.
 
chiia caire specialists Shared that there are state
 
and federal funds available for child care^ but many fami­
lieS are either unaware of it, don't know how to access it,
 
or dbn't (jualify for the funding.
 
Wben saf issues for latchkey children were discus
 
sed, there were a yariety of responses from the informants.
 
They agteed that the kind of safety issues that latchkey
 
chiidren faced were depehde^^ upon the age of the child and
 
whether pt not the child was home alone or left with sib
 
lings. Two of the informants stated that victimization by
 
strangets was as much a Worry for parents of young children
 
as housebold acci-de^^^^ Parents are responsible for the
 
safety of their children. The infor agreed that this
 
anxiety is the concern over an overlooked hazard in the
 
home. Several stated that worry over the safety of a child
 
decreases as they get older because the judgment of a young
 
child in case of an emergency is poOr, at best. They also
 
reported that younger children tended explore the home
 
and were more prphe to experiment With dangerous things,
 
like the stove or the fireplace/ and get hurt. Safety
 
issues, one informant said, "don't disappear with ag they
 
simply change."
 
As the child ages, peer pressure becomes a worry for
 
the parents. All of the informants agreed that peer pres
 
sure, when children are left unsupervised, could lead to
 
experimentation with drugs and sex. In that respect, one
 
informant noted that she was more eohcerned with both issues 
.for. her vdau^tters;■ • than.-.her■■ son.; 
These safety issues seem to stem from the parents' fear 
of the legal intervention as much as the concern over their 
children. Several of the informants stated that the safety 
issues could be overcome if there was regular parental 
contact or if there was a network of neighbors nearby for 
the children to contact in case of an emergency. Two of the 
informants also noted that the safety risks were decreased 
when there was more than one child in the home. 
The informants all expressed great concern over the 
socialization of latchkey children. Some of the informants 
felt that if the parents could not be with the child to 
socialize him/her, then it is left up to the community to 
take on this responsibility in much the same way as it 
pccurs in primitive, agrarian type communities. Other 
respondents countered this opinion by stating that this 
Sense of social responsibility is not possible in our soci 
ety because we have become a community of strangers whereas 
in primitive communities, they were a community of families. 
It is now up to the family to survive or disintegrate...a 
form of social Darwinism. Two of the respondents blamed the 
welfare system for allowing incompetent families to exist at 
the cost of the greater society by allowing their dysfunc 
tion to propagate. Several informants agreed that parents 
have children today without thinking about the financial 
QonsideratiOn because there is a welfare safety net to lilait
 
The informants were also concerned about the influences
 
that socialized latchkey children. Several mentioned the
 
media in its degenerative state. One even pointed out that
 
prime time afternoon talk shows were discussing incest and
 
inappropriate sexual behavior while children watched un­
monitored and without a basis of comparison. The influence
 
of peers was another cbncern of several of the informants.
 
One informant said that in the absence of adult supervision
 
to set limits, there was a chance that adolescents would
 
turn to gangs to set limits for them. He also stated that
 
children in gangs were all so starved for attention that
 
they acted out to get the attention so craved by adults.
 
Several informants stated that when moral values deteriorate
 
from those of the absent parent, it is because punishment
 
for anti-social and amoral behavior is inconsistent.
 
Society stigmatizes those parents who choose to stay
 
home and raise their children. Two informants shared that
 
men who stay home are referred to as "wimps" or "slouches"
 
by their peers. Women who stay home are donsidered lazy and
 
unable to live up to their potential. To avoid the stigma
 
of being a stay-at-home parent, parents work or go to
 
school, leaving the child isolated. Several informants
 
stated that the social interaction that leads to healthy
 
deyelopment is absent when the child is isolated in the
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home. The risk for this to occur is less likely for those
 
latchkey children who are left in sibling groups, but they
 
still lag in social skills as compared to their "cared-for"
 
counterparts, according to one informant. One informant
 
said that to strengthen the family unit parents would have
 
to go against prevailing social norms and sacrifice material
 
gain in order to raise healthy children, healthy both physi
 
cally and emotionally.
 
The psychological effects of the latchkey phenomena on
 
children and, later, as they grow to adulthood, were also
 
addressed. The primary statement made by each of the infor
 
mants was that these children feel lonely and abandoned and
 
that such feelings were carried on throughout their lives.
 
Three of the respondents said that latchkey children are
 
more likely than their "cared-for" counterparts to develop
 
dysfunctional coping mechanisms when they spend so much time
 
alone and that these could develop into dysfunctional life
 
patterns. Latchkey children often create a fantasy world
 
that they escape into or turn to drugs and alcohol to help
 
them escape their loneliness. Several informants noted that
 
since latchkey children are deprived of human contact at
 
home, they would react in several ways which could be wit
 
nessed in other settings, such as school. One way they
 
could react was to withdraw from touch and intimacy because
 
aloneness was normalized. They could also react by acting
 
out to get desired attention. They might be disruptive in
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class and act but in the home. These children are targeted
 
by teachers as trouble makers and under achievers and, in
 
the home, they are potentially at-risk of physical abuse
 
from stressed parents^ One informant pointed out that, per
 
Eric EriksOn, children who don^t get attention and nurtur­
ance seek to have these needs met in adulthood. "What you
 
don^t receive in childhood, you act out with significant
 
others Until that need is met."
 
A few of the informants stated their concerns over the
 
effects of being an older sibling in charge of younger
 
children while the parent was away. One stated that parents
 
label these children as more responsible, but in reality,
 
they are often more stressed. The two informants who grew
 
up in a multi-child latchkey situation indicated that the
 
older sibling grew up to resent responsibi1ity. There was
 
also the concern that these children would be overprotective
 
parents or would become involved in a co-dependent relation-

One other concern that several informants expressed was
 
the fear that children feel when left alone. Although
 
children have a natural fear of strangers, this fear is
 
heightened in latchkey children by parents who worry that
 
their child will be victimized. These children could later
 
develop trust issues or withdraw from social interaction.
 
The informants echoed many of the issues presented by
 
the United Way in its needs assessment of the Victor Valley
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area. All the informants agreed that the lack of conven
 
tional neighborhoods left families physically distant from
 
one another and more at risk in case of an emergency. One
 
respondent went a little further by stating that the
 
"spreadoutness" of the area often creates a delay in arrival
 
of emergency services. They also agreed that services for
 
children and families were few, in some areas, and non
 
existent in others. There is an unreliable public transport
 
tatipn system that cannot be counted on to get children to
 
after school activities. Several informants mentioned that
 
licensed child care providers were limited in the area and
 
those that di<j practice did not take school aged children
 
because state regulations limited them to six children.
 
They accepted pre-school, full-time children for financial
 
reasons.
 
Most of the informants said that the high pppuiatlon of
 
low and no-income families and the high transient population
 
made it difficult to establish a reliable child care net
 
work. Two of the informants shared their concerns that the
 
isolation of many homes in the area left those children in
 
them more vulnerable to victimization and few chances for
 
healthy socialization. Several of the informants noted that
 
since many parents who work commute "down the hill" and into
 
the cities, there was a greater sense of worfy about their
 
children, particularly in the case of earthquakes or other
 
natural disasters.
 
■fhe final part of each Interview was a discussion of 
options for the families with latchke^ children. All of the 
respondents said that a school-based program would be most 
convenient for these children because there was a lack of 
adeguate transportation in the area. There was the sugges­
tion that some of the elderly population of the area might 
be hired to care for the children since this interaction 
would benefit all involved. There was also a suggestion by 
several informants to expand the existing community programs 
into the other areas of the Victor Valley. All of the 
respondents agreed that there should be some cost to the 
parents of the children served. Two of the informants 
stated that if there were government programs available that 
all the residents should have access to it, regardless of 
income. 
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SUMMARY
 
The latclikey phenomena exists because there is a lack
 
of affordable child care services in our society. There are
 
many definitions of what a latchkey child is, but there was
 
a consensus among the informants that the latGhkey child is
 
usually of School age and is left home alone for several
 
hours while the parerttCS> works or goes to schooi. There
 
was also agreement among the informants that parents seldom
 
leave their children home alone by choice, but rather they
 
are forced to do so because child care is either unavail­
able, too costly or risky.
 
When a parent leaves a child home alone, either by
 
choice or out of necessity there are several issues that
 
arise from that decision. The informants addressed a vari
 
ety of these issues. They discussed safety issues that
 
stemmed from home hazards that parents neglected to secure
 
and behavior hazardous to the child if they were exposed to
 
amoral peer pressure. The informants also spoke about
 
negative long-terra psychological effects of leaving children
 
alone, like substance abuse problems and trust issues that
 
could lead to poor future relationships. Different means of
 
socialization were also addressed by the informants, 1ike
 
the media and peers, both of which the parents have little
 
control over when they are not home. Finally the informants
 
discussed the legal statutes that deterred parents from
 
leaving childreh home alone and the financial situations of
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many parents that leave them no choice but to abandon them
 
to self-care for several hours daily.
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CONCLUSION
 
The goal of this researchef was not to identify ail the
 
issues that latdhkey children have nor was the goal to give
 
the ultimate definition o a latchkey child. This research
 
er helped six informants to identify the issues that were
 
important to them. By dbing this ptoject, the researcher
 
found that many of the points of view were very much alike,
 
even though the researcher tried to get: informants with
 
different perspectives of the phenomena.
 
If the latchkey phenQmena is as pervasive in our soci
 
ety as ti^e data indicates and if the negative impact of this
 
phenomena on children is as severe as these six informants
 
indicated, then professionals in social service settings
 
must be compelled to study this phenomena further and take
 
social action to prevent futprre psychological, physical and
 
social damage to up-and-coming generations.
 
The number of latchkey children in the United States
 
can only be estimated, but is known to be in the tens of
 
millions. Parents are reluctant to help get an accurate
 
number because they fear legal ramifications to leaving
 
their children unsupervised. Parents leave their children
 
home alone for different reasons, but the most common is the
 
high cost of child care. When parents must choose between
 
the family's financial survival and the supervision of one
 
or two children, child care is sacrificed. Children of all
 
ages can become latchkey children, but the likelihood that
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parents would consider self-care as opposed to organized day
 
care increases with the age of the child. The age of the
 
child also affects what a parent wbrries most about while
 
the child is at home alone. Parents of yoiunger children
 
worry more about the safety of their children whereas those
 
with older ones, worry more about the sources of socializa
 
tion they are exposed to.
 
In our country we place monetary value on everything.
 
When examining the options for child care in other coun
 
tries, one sees that the health and welfare of the child
 
does not have monetary value. Children need nurturance from
 
their parents, and if that is impossible, from a parent
 
substitute. Parents need more options to secure the care of
 
their children. The lack of child care services in some
 
areas and the cost of services for low income families leave
 
only the option of leaving children unsupervised. Given a
 
choice, most parents would choose to have their children in
 
some type of organized care. Historically one can see that
 
this is the case. Over one hundred years ago during the
 
settlement house movement, the child care programs for
 
children of all ages were filled to overflowing. Those
 
child care workers offered children food, comfort and stimu
 
lating activities while their parents worked. It was again
 
illustrated in the 1940s when public child care centers were
 
opened for those mothers working for the war effort. These
 
centers were filled to capacity and the labor force request­
ed an expansion Of those programs because all the children
 
were not being served.
 
Today we have children staying home alone or waiting in
 
cars while their parents work or go to school because child
 
care services are unavailable or unattainable. Now, during
 
this time of government cut-backs and welfare reform> social
 
work professionals must be creative to meet the child care
 
needs of these latchkey children and their families.
 
Some of the options discussed by the informants would
 
be feasible alternatives to standard child care centers.
 
One option would be to organize neighborhood parent co-ops
 
where parents care for each other's children by providing
 
supervisibn anci transportation and to share the burden of
 
child care. Two more options discussed were community or
 
school based programs for child care. These programs could
 
be run on donations from the private sector and some govern
 
ment grants. A small paid staff could organize a child care
 
staff of volunteer parents, students interning for child
 
development credentials and retired residents of the commu
 
nity who want to work with children. Some of the parent
 
volunteers could be on welfare with young children, earning
 
their cash aid. Parents could pay for these services on a
 
sliding scale and with their services to keep the center
 
running.
 
These type of programs would be a challenge for commu
 
nity organizers nationwide. This researcher feels it would
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be a challenge because our society does not want to see the
 
latchkey phenomena as a social problem and many communities
 
might not be willing to work on a solution.
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APPENDIX 1
 
Statement of Informed Consent
 
The stndy in which are about to participate uses
 
the interview approach to understanding the Latchkey phenom­
eiia-.
 
This study is being conducted by Margaret Koorn under
 
the supervision of Dr. Morley Glicken, Professor of Social
 
Work at California State university, San Bernardino. The
 
study has been approved by the Human Subjects Committee of
 
the Department of Social Work which is a sub-committee of
 
the institutional Review Board of California State Universi
 
ty, San Bernardino.
 
in this study you will be one of several key people
 
interviewed about your petception of the Child Care issues
 
for Latchkey Children. You will participate in an initial
 
interview that will last approxiraately one hour. This
 
interview will be audio taped, with your approval. The
 
taped interview will be kept by the researcher until it has
 
been trahsGribed and the written version approved by you.
 
After your review of the tape, it will be erased. There is
 
a possibility that the researcher will contact you several
 
times by phone to clarify your statements.
 
Before the research project is finalized, the research
 
er will conduct a follow-up interview which will last ap­
proximately one hour. During this interview, the researcher
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 will share the data collected from you and the other key
 
participants- The researcher will also set aside some time
 
during this interview for you to ask any guestions about the
 
project or the findings which may seem relevant to you.
 
Because of the nature of this research approach, the
 
information you will provide will not be completely confi
 
dential or anonymous and your ideas will be shared with
 
Other study participants without giving your name. However,
 
other participants might recognize your ideas and be able to
 
identify their source.
 
At the conclusion of this project, you may request a
 
copy of the final results by writing:
 
Dr. Morley Glicken
 
CSUSB/Dept. of Social Work
 
5500 University Parkway
 
San Bernardino, Ca. 92407
 
Please understand that your participation in this
 
research project is totally voluntary and that you are free
 
to withdraw at any time during this project without penalty,
 
and to remove your input at anytime during this project.
 
I acknolwedge that I have been informed of, and under
 
stand, the nature and purpose of this study, and I freely
 
consent to participate.
 
I acknolwedge that I am at least 18 years of age.
 
Participant's Signature Date
 
Researcher's Signature Date
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 APPENDIX 2
 
Debriefina Statement
 
You have just participated in a Research Project to
 
help clarify the Child Care Issues for families with Latch
 
key children.
 
Many professibnals are concerned about the needs of
 
Latchkey children, particularly in the area of safety, and
 
whether children grow normally when parents are away a gireat
 
deal. With your help, the researcher has examined these
 
issues and has found some useful information, which she
 
would be pleased to share with you.
 
The researcher understands that for some participants,
 
the discussion of latchkey children might be personally
 
sensitive, therefore she has listed below two numbers for
 
you to call should you have concerns or questions about the
 
subject matter: Latchkey Children.
 
National Council on Child
 
Abuse and Family Violence
 
(800) 222-2000
 
Child Protective Services
 
(909) 387-6200 (SBCo)
 
(619) 243-8833 (High Desert)
 
For further information about the findings, an abstract
 
will be available after June 18, 1995. You may receive the
 
abstract and ask any additional questions regarding the
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findings by calling:
 
Dr. Morley Glicken
 
(909) 880-5557
 
Project Advisor
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